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Introduction

Barns have been a part of the Bucks County landscape
for over 300 years. From the first farm settlements,
these versatile and handsome structures played an indis-
pensable role in farming. Barns provided storage for
crops, feed, and farm equipment, as well as shelter for
farm animals and work areas for farm hands. The barn
was a central and integral part of farming.

Even today, older barns continue to be useful. Because
of their size and durability, many of them are still used
as warehouses for crops and farm equipment and as shel-
ter for animals. Some older barns have been successfully

rehabilitated and reused as homes, businesses, and stor-
age areas.

Older barns are important for other reasons as well.
Barns contribute greatly to the scenic value of the Bucks
County landscape and are symbols of the county’s rich
agricultural and social history. It was not long ago that
agriculture and a rural way of life dominated the county.
Barns provide a visible link to this dominant period in
Bucks County history.

But older farm buildings are slowly disappearing. Barns
are being torn down to make way for suburban-style
housing developments and low-density manufacturing
and commercial establishments. Some older barns are
sitting in neglect, waiting for someone to repair, rehabili-
tate, or reuse them. Developers, farmers, and landowners
are often unaware of the possibilities of the older barn.
Many of them do not realize that, with a little planning
and some hard work, older barns can continue to serve
useful purposes.

The purpose of this handbook is to educate county resi-
dents about the history and types of barns found in
Bucks County and about methods of preserving and
rehabilitating these important buildings. Part I includes a
general guide to the history and types of barns found in
Bucks County, Part II details methods of preservation
and rehabilitation, and Part III provides sources of fund-
ing and assistance for barn preservation.
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To the Bucks County farmer, a barn was a useful
structure. Barns provided storage for hay, straw, and
grain; areas for grain threshing and winnowing; shelter
for cattle, horses, pigs, sheep, or chickens; and
warehousing for farm equipment. Barns also allowed
careful control over the breeding of livestock and
provided an area for doing farm chores. Some barns even
served social needs by providing a place to gather for a
dance or an important meeting.

Bucks County contains a diversity of barn types that can
be divided into three main categories: early barns, ethnic
barns, and recent barns. Early barns are simple barns
constructed by the frontier farmer during the colonial
period. Ethnic barns are barns that were constructed
between 1600 and 1900 in a style typical of a particular
ethnic group. Recent barns are those constructed in the
twentieth century and lack an ethnic style or origin.

Early Barns

Early barns are those barns constructed by the original
settlers of the county. Known as crib barns, these first
barns did not require a great amount of expertise or
\manpower to construct. Crib barns were built using logs
or hewn timber; the ends of the logs were notched,

joined at the corner, and stacked to form a pen or “crib,”
used as shelter for livestock or storage for crops.

The earliest crib barns consisted of just one or two pens
and had wide spaces between layers of the logs, which
exposed livestock to harsh Bucks County winters.
Although sturdy, crib barns could not be built very
large, because trees could not be formed into logs much
longer than 24 feet (Noble, 1984). Beyond this length,
most trees tapered too much to be useful in constructing
a log barn.

First Barns

The frontier farmer did not construct his first barn until
years after settling. After deciding on a location, the first
priorities of the frontier farmer were to build a basic home
and clear his land. With just a few farm animals, there
wasn't a need to construct penning areas. Horses were
hobbled and the remaining animals were allowed to roam
free. Many animals died of disease or starvation. There also
wasn't a need for extra storage for surplus crops; in these
first years a farmer could only produce enough to feed his
family. A barn only became necessary when the farmer was
able to move beyond a basic subsistence stage and needed
the extra storage room for surplus crops and shelter for
additional livestock.




Barn Definitions

A few definitions will be helpful in understanding the design and workings of Bucks County barns:

Banked Built into a hillside or constructed with an earthen ramp on its side to enable access to the second level.

Bay Section of the barn used for a specific purpose.

Cantilevered Extended beams that are supported by the remaining structure of the building.

Crib The pen that is formed by stacking notched logs.

Cupola A small decorative structure on the top of a barn
roof, often capped by a lightning rod or weathervane.

Eave Projection of the roof beyond the barn wall below.

Forebay Second-story overhanging structure opposite the
bank side of a barn.

Gable Triangular area of the barn formed from the eaves to
the ridge.

Mow A section of the barn for the storage of hay and straw.

Pentroof Small roof extension that protects a lower area of
the barn.

Ridge Top edge of the barn roof; the “spine” of the barn.

Stableyard Barnyard on the forebay side of the barn

Eave

Ridge

Side

\/

End

Threshing Floor Space on the floor of the barn where grains were hand-threshed by flailing (see box: “Threshing and

Winnowing").

Ventllator Protected opening in the roof or walls of the barn; allows excessive heat to escape.



There are a few variations on the crib barn.
Some farmers filled the spaces between the
logs with clay or lime mortar for protection
from the elements. A few log barns were
banked or built into a hillside to provide
access to two levels. Other crib barns were
improved by having their sides covered
with wood planks to give them a more
up-to-date look.

Crib barns eventually began to outlive their
usefulness, and were replaced by larger,
more efficient structures. Most of these first
barns have been long since destroyed

either through modernization, development,
or natural deterioration. Crib barns are
relatively rare in the United States. In
Bucks County, there are a few remaining
examples, but they can be difficult to iden-
tify as wood siding obscures most of them.

Ethnic Barns

Almost all pre-twentieth century barns in
Bucks County reflect either English Quaker
or German origin and design. In fact, it is
difficult to locate any ethnic barn in Bucks
County whose design and construction was
influenced by a group other than the
Quakers and the Germans. There are two

Crib barn in West Rockhill Township. Photo: Herltage Conservancy.

reasons for this. The first is that the Quakers were the earliest ethnic
group to successfully establish themselves in the county. The second
is that the Germans were the largest and most dominant ethnic group
to establish themselves in the county.

When the Quakers arrived in southeastern Pennsylvania in the
seventeenth century, many had already purchased large tracts of land.
A few of these wealthy individuals established farm settlements in
areas of lower and central Bucks County, including Wrightstown,
Falls, Buckingham, and Solebury townships. Later, other Quaker

3



Hex Signs

Hex signs consist of painted circular patterns that adorn the sides
or gables of a barn. Aithough more commonly found on the barns
of Lancaster County and areas west of Bucks County, the hex sign
is still found on barns in this area. There is some dispute as to
the original purpose of the hex sign. In the popular imagination,
they are thought to ward off evil spirits. But some scholars believe
that hex signs were purely decorative and had nothing to do with
the supernatural.

settlements were established in areas of north-
western Bucks, such as Milford, Richland,
Quakertown, and East and West Rockhill.
Because, at the time, there were very few settlers
from other European nations, Quaker barns were
most prominent on the early Bucks County land-
scape. Well-constructed and well-designed, many
of these barns remain in Quaker-settled areas of
the county.

In the late 1700s, when many Quaker settlements
had already been established in this area, German
plain sects fled religious persecution in Germany
and Switzerland and poured into southeastern
Pennsylvania. During the early 1800s, a second
wave of German immigrants followed Quaker
migrations into northern Bucks, Lehigh, and
Northampton counties.

Throughout this period, a variety of ethnic groups
immigrated to Bucks County, including Welsh,
Dutch, and Scotch-Irish. But not one of these
groups was as numerous and influential as the
Germans. And this influence is reflected in the
sheer number of German barns found throughout
the county. So dominant were the German settlers
that many farmers of other European backgrounds
adopted the efficient German barn design and
made it their own. Consequently, most of the



older barns in the county that are present
today are either German-influenced or of
German origin.

Both the Quakers and the Germans
employed specific designs in the construc-
tion of their barns, transferring methods and
ideas from their respective homelands. And
both ethnic barn types can be easily identi-
fied by the novice barn seeker. The charac-
teristics and features of these barn types are
discussed in the following sections.

The Quaker Barn

The Quaker barn is a banked two-story
barn. Entry to the second floor is provided
through large doors on the banked side. On
the opposite side on the first floor there are
usually a few human-sized doors leading to
the stables; on some Quaker barns the
stables are protected by a pentroof. Quaker
barns are similar in design to barns found in
the English Lake District of northeastern
England (Ensminger). They are spread
throughout southeastern Pennsylvania in
Quaker-settled areas. In Bucks County,
Quaker barns can be found near the villages
of Pipersville, Mechanicsville, and
Springtown.

Quaker Barn in Pipersville

The Quaker barn has only a few variations. Years after they were first
constructed, some farmers increased the capacity of their Quaker
barns by adding forebay extensions. This feature was adapted from
German barn design, in which a forebay is standard. (See page 7, The
German Barn.) Continuing 10 to 15 feet out from the second floor
and into the stable yard, these extensions were either cantilevered or
supported by piers that were constructed of stone, wood, or concrete.
This overhang was used to house the granary and provide additional

5



Stone Barns

Among the most durable and attractive of older barns,
stone barns seem to have been the most common of
early barns. In fact, due to its expense and difficulty of
use, stone was the least commonly used construction
material. According to 1798 direct tax records, only 13
percent of Bucks County barns were made of stone
(Shoemaker). Usually, only the wealthy could afford the
labor and transportation costs associated with stone.
Most of the early barns constructed in the southeastern
Pennsylvania area were of log or timber construction. Log
and timber frame barns from this early period have long
since been torn down or succumbed to the elements.
Since stone is a much more permanent material, it is this
type of barn that remains standing today.

Double-decker

mow space, as well as to provide partial protection to the
barnyard below.

Another method of increasing space was to build a third
level. These large barns are known as “double-deckers,”
and only a few remain in the region. They usually can be
identified by counting the separate levels of the barn
from the outside. Sometimes the gable of the original
barn can be seen outlined in stone on the new gable,
providing a clue as to the barn’s original form.

Despite the prevalence of timber in colonial
Pennsylvania, many Quaker barns were built using
stone. Stone was the most available building material
found in England during the colonial period, and Quaker
farmers continued to use it in the New World. During the
nineteenth century, however, most Quaker farmers built
their barns using timber as a construction material. Not
only was it less expensive, but it was also easier to use.

Eventually, as more and more Germans moved into the
county during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
the efficient German barn design supplanted the Quaker
barn. But Quaker barn design remained important and
influential. The symmetrical gable profile used by the
Quakers was adopted by the Germans and incorporated
into their own barn design (Ensminger). Due to the
Quaker influence, some German barn builders may also
have begun to use stone as a construction material.



Stonework and architectural details found on some
German barns, such as quoined1 corners and ventilat-
ing slits, originated on Quaker barns and barns of the
English Lake District (Ensminger). Finally, because
the Quakers constructed barns that are both attractive
and well-built, farmers and landowners will likely
continue to use and maintain these structures well
into the twenty-first century.

The German Barn

The German barn is the most common ethnic barn
type in Bucks County. These barns were constructed
throughout southeastern Pennsylvania from the late
eighteenth century into the early twentieth century.
The influence of the German barn is widespread
across the eastern North American landscape.
German barns can be found in parts of the Midwest,
the South, and Canada.

Early German Barns

Early German settlers brought with them from their
homeland two basic types of barns, the Sweitzer

and the Grundscheier. Although rare, several
examples still remain in the county. From these early
barns, German settlers developed what was to
become the dominant German barn throughout the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: the
Pennsylvania barn.

YInterlocking, alternating stonework found on the corners of a wall.

Comparison of the Sweitzer Barn and Pennsylvania Barn

(Noble)
8t 32, i
Sweitzer
6 ft. 42 ft, )

Pennsylvania






































































